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ON LEGAL CHANGE IN CAMEROON: 
WOMEN, MARRIAGE, AND BRIDEWEALTH 
By Christraud M. Geary 
In the legal sphere, Cameroon shares the problems of many African countries. 
On the one hand, the ethnic groups that make up the nation-state all retain 
their own legal traditions. On the other hand, the national judiciary favors 
the creation of a uniform and consistent legal system which extends to all 
citizens of Cameroon, be they men or women, educated or not, rural or urban. 
New legislation should have a unifying effect but must also accomodate at 
least part of the plural heritage. This seems to be particularly 
problematical in the field of family law. 
Almost twenty years have passed since the first legislation pertaining 
to marriage was enacted in independent Cameroon. Since then several reforms 
have been carried out. In the first part of the paper I will analyze some of 
the recent regulations which represent the direction of legal change in 
regards to family law envisioned by the policy makers, all members of the 
Cameroonian educated elite. Throughout the years the legal profession has 
taken the same official position on certain issues of family law, among them 
the questions of the equality of women and the problem of bridewealth. The 
official policy has been concerned with giving women a position equal to that 
of men in marriage matters, for example by requiring both spouses' consent to 
a matrimonial union. Bridewealth is commonly perceived by the legislators as 
a degradation of women who are, in their opinion, more or less sold like 
goods. While bridewealth has not yet been abolished, the official effort is 
directed towards its curtailment. 
In the second part of this essay, I want to explore the impact of the 
new family law and its enforcement at the grassroots level. How have the 
legislative efforts in regards to marriage and bridewealth affected women who 
live in rural areas and have little or no formal education? I want to 
elucidate the subject by using data drawn from a study carried out in Menchum 
Division, which belongs to the North West Province of Cameroon and can be 
described as a peripheral rural area. I will first look at the meaning of 
marriage and bridewealth in the traditional setting. It will become evident 
that in a number of fields legislation and common practices are incompatible 
or actually contradictory. 
One of the crucial problems concerning any policy in the legal sphere is 
the question of its implementation for all parts of the population. The 
strategies for implementation vary, but often enough, policies formulated at 
the state level can only be enforced at the local level with great difficulty 
or not at all. Among the mechanisms available is that of coercion through 
the state courts. Any such policy may produce adverse effects not intended 
by the legislators and thus lead to failures. The reasons for such failures 
are usually complex. They may, for example, result from a basic incompati-
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bility of legislation and common practice in the areas, or they may be caused 
by lack of administrative agencies to carry out new policies. 
In conclusion it will be shown that the state's pronounced reliance on 
coercion through courts of law hurts the legislators' efforts more than it 
promotes their goals, and may in fact be detrimental for women. It will thus 
become evident that at least now and in the immediate future, many efforts on 
the national level have had a limited effect on local forms of marriage and 
bridewealth, and over a per~od of twenty years have not shown the impact 
desired by the legislators. 
LEGISLATION AND LEGISLATORS 
FROM AN ANTHROPOLOGIST'S PERSPECTIVE2 
The colonial and legal history of Cameroon is a complex one. A German 
colony from 1884 to 1915, the western region became a British mandate, 
administered as part of Nigeria, while the larger eastern region came under 
French rule. Subsequently, the two colonial powers implemented separate 
policies in the legal sphere. Since the British mandate was administered 
through Nigeria, the legislation pertaining to Nigeria also applied to the 
mandate territory. As in much of Nigeria, the British followed the 
principles of indirect rule and established a system of Native Courts to 
serve the African population. These courts, headed by chiefs, adjudicated 
civil and criminal matters according to native law and custom prevailing in 
the area, as long as jhey were not repugnant to British ideas of natural 
justice and morality. "Customary law" as applied by these courts was 
ultimately a construct developed in this specific historical situation. 
Marital and bridewealth disputes were usually brought to these fora when 
efforts to manage the dispute in the village setting had failed. 
For their part of Cameroon, the French established the same legal system 
as in their other African colonies. As far as civil matters were concerned, 
the French Constitution of 1946 declared that, while all colonial subjects 
had the status of citizens from that point on (art. 80), they were not 
subject to the same civil law. In civil matters all Cameroonians were 
subject to their local (customary) law, unless they had formally renounced 
this status (art. 82 of the 1946 Constitution). In case of dispute, they 
could turn to the tribunal coutumier. This court resembled the Native Court, 
because cases were adjudicated according to local laws. Thus, a dual system 
was instituted, with the vast majority of Cameroonians being subject to local 
law in matters of marriage and bridewealth. 
On the 1st of January 1960, French-speaking Cameroon became independent. 
A year later, the inhabitants of the southern part of the British Cameroon 
voted to join the former French part, and the Federal Republic of Cameroon 
came into being. The francophone area was called East Cameroon, the 
anglophone part West Ca.meroon. In 1972, both parts were
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united and the 
Federal Republic became the United Republic of Cameroon. Ever since, the 
main task has been the unification of the two different imposed legal 
systems, and with it, legislative reform. 
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Post-independence Legislation on Marriage and Bridewealth 
When the post-colonial era had just begun in Cameroon, one of the major 
concerns of the legal profession was the drafting of a marriage law and with 
it regulations concerning the civil status of Cameroonian citizens. The 
issue was considered to be an urgent one, because it meant abolishing 
colonial legislation perceived as inadequate for the needs of the population. 
Furthermore, new legislation was seen as a means of legal engineering and was 
supposed to remove with the stroke of a pen many "ills" that plagued 
Cameroonian society in the eyes of the legislators, such as the degradation 
of women as a result of the payment of bridewealth. 
In 1964, a Commission for Civil and Customary Matters was created, in 
charge of the legislative reform. However, the commission could not complete 
its work because of the urgency of the task (Mbella Mbappe 1970:120). In 
1966, a new marriage law was issued for East Cameroon, while the situation in 
West Cameroon remained basically unchanged. In 1968, a Civil Status 
Ordinance 6followed which applied to the federation, that is, all of Cameroon. After the unification in 1972, the need for a uniform marriage 
law became more urgent. Thus, the Civil Status Registration Ordinance of 
1981 (for which the 1968 law set the precendent) was enacted for all o7 Cameroon. According to my information it has not yet been superseded. 
In all legislative efforts regarding marriage, the duality of civil law 
established by the French during the colonial period has been upheld, 
although the legislation has been designed to serve all Cameroonians in the 
future, and the abolition of the dual system will come as a matter of course 
(Nguini 1975: 7 f.). At this point, the majority of the Cameroonian 
population are still subject to local laws. The major efforts of the 
legislators were directed towards the following issues, among others: 
(1) The issue of the equality of women in marriage 
(2) The abolition of the payment of bridewealth as one of the 
conditions for the validity of a marriage 
The legislative goals emerge clearly from the writings of the 
Cameroonian legal specialists who were involved in the drafting of the 
legislation. ~uch of the debate can be followed in the contributions to the 
Recueil Penant and in Nkouendjin's book Le Cameroun a la recherche de son 
droit de famille (1975), the most thorough study of Cameroonian family law, 
which presents not only an interpretation of the legislation, but also the 
personal and often emotional views of the author. To cite one example, 
Nkouendjin states about the position of women in modern and traditional/local 
law 
It is undeniable that in this conflict between 
the past and the future, preference should go to 
the future not in the least in an attempt to 
disparage our civilization or our culture, but on 
the conviction and with the certainty to arrive at 
least economically and socially where the West is 
today, for it will be necessary for us to choose 
"stuff" which is more adapted, and which in this 
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case is modern law. Traditional law appears totally 
overtaken by contemporary changes. How can we 
attain the level of development required if according 
to local law a woman is not considered as a citizen 
to whom the same rights and means recognised to a 
man are accorded in order to enable ther [sic] to 
contribute towards development. (Nkouendjin 1975:41) 
The remedy is seen in legislative action: 
By emancipating the married woman or woman in 
general in accordance with the example and 
methods of modern law, she will be given an 
incentive to work, even if this is only for 
her children and property of the family, half 
of which will devolve her at t~e end of the 
marriage. (Nkouendjin 1975:41) 
Nkouendjin represents the viewpoint of the educated elite, and acts as 
the champion of the educated women. In big cities like Douala, Garoua, 
Bamenda, and Yaounde, the capital, educated women can be encountered in 
administrative positions, as clerical workers, in professional careers such 
as teaching and nursing, and even in high ministerial positions. They belong 
a to an educated urban "middle class" that is growing in numbers. They are 
Christians or Moslems and come from all over Cameroon. They are most likely 
the ones who celebrate marriage at the civil registry. Modern legislation is 
obviously directed towards this educated, urban population, who still form 
the minority in Cameroon. It should be noted, even if such statistics are 
often problematical, that 72 percent of the Cameroonian population are 
classified as "rural" (Goheen 1984:26). 
The Civil Status Registration Ordinance of 1981 
Cameroonian legislators consider polygynous marriage as the regular form of 
marriage, while the wish to be married monogamously has to be specially 
express 15 by the husband during the marriage ceremony at the registrar's office. If no such declaration is made on his part, then he is free to 
enter into further marriages under the Civil Status Registration Ordinance 
without dissolving the previous unions (Illy 1975:382; Nguini 1979:6). 
Christian marriages in church can only be performed when the spouses have 
officially celebrated their marriage at the registrar's office first. 
The most recent decree reflecting the legislator's emphases which could 
be consulted during my stay in Cameroon is the 1981 Civil Status Registration 
Ordinance (from now on referred to as the Ordinance). It is divided into 
several par.ts. Part VI refers to marriages, regulating the celebration at 
the office of the civil status registrar. It is subdivided into six 
chapters: Chapter I deals with the publication of the marriage, Chapter II 
with objections, Chapter III with the consent of the spouses, Chapter IV with 
the celebration of marriage, Chapter V with the customary dowry, and 
Chapter VI with miscellaneous provisions relating to marriage, such as 
alimony. 
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Many of the articles of the Ordinance's Part VI have an immediate 
bearing on the status of women. In light of the later discussion of 
traditional marriage in Weh, several articles are of interest, because they 
might have an influence on local forms of marriage: 
(1) A marriage cannot be celebrated if the girl is a minor of 15 years or 
younger (art. 52, 1). 
(2) The celebration of a marriage may be challenged if the woman is 
committed by the bonds of an undissolved marriage. Furthermore, a wife of a 
husband who is committed by a previous monogamous marriage can object to his 
taking a second wife (Chapter II: 58). 
(3) A civil marriage requires the consent of both spouses, that is, also the 
consent of the woman (Chapter III: 64, 1). In the case of minors (under 21 
years of age) the consent is only valid when supported by that of the 
respective parents, which can be replaced by the consent of a guardian under 
certain circumstances (Chapter III: art. 64, 2 and 4). Consent must not be 
obtained by force (Chapter III: 65, 1). 
Another part of the Ordinance deals with bridewealth. Four of its 
articles are devoted to "customary dowry" [bridewealth]. The literature on 
the question of bridewealth is abundant and often emotionally charged. 
Nkouendjin's discussion of this issue, for example, presents some of the 
lines of arguments taken by many legal specialists and also by missionaries 
and theologians (Nkouendjin 1975:58 ff.). They object to the idea that women 
are "sold" like goods and that bridewealth payments have been inflated. 
Nevertheless, the Cameroonian government has not forbidden the payment of 
bridewealth, as have the governments of Ivory Coast and Gabon, and even 
supports reimbursement in the case of divorce (Nkouendjin 1975:70 f.). 
Whether educated or uneducated, wealthy or poor, many Cameroonians are 
affected by the bridewealth issue. In interviews about marriage that I 
conducted in Weh, the transfer of bridewealth was commonly described as the 
most important transaction in marriage. It is also the source of constant 
dispute. Therefore, the articles on bridewealth will be quoted here in full: 
70. (1) The total or partial payment or non-payment of 
dowry, the total or partial execution or non-execution of 
marriage agreement shall have no effect on the validity of 
the marriage. 
(2) Any action brought against the validity of a marriage 
as a result of the total or partial failure to execute dotal 
or matrimonial agreement shall be rejected on grounds of 
public policy. 
71. (1) Anyone who receives anything before marriage as 
dowry or in compliance with the matrimonial agreement shall 
be deemed to be its depositary until the marriage is 
celebrated. 
(2) In the event of break off of the engagement, the 
depositary shall immediately return it. 
72. The total or partial settlement of a dowry shall under 
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no circumstances give rise to natural paternity which can 
only result from the existence of blood relations between 
the child and his father. 
73. In the event of dissolution of a marriaee as a result 
of divorce, the person who received the dowry may be asked 
to pay back all or part of the dowry if the Court feels that 
such a person is totally or partially responsible for the 
divorce. 
Customary Marriage 
In addition to the "modern" registered marriage (from now on referred to as 
civil marriage) and in accordance with the dual approach, the Cameroonian 
government recognizes as valid the so-c,Jlrled "customary marriage," which is 
celebrated according to the traditional marriage rules of the area where 
the spouses live. In the case of marital dispute in a customary marriage, 
recourse is found in the customary courts (or tribunaux coutum~2rs), which as 
of June of 1979 have been attached to the Ministry of Justice. However, 
the future of the officially recognized customary marriage, is in doubt 
because ultimately the goal is to mandate civil marriage for all 
Cameroonians. According to art. 81 (2) of the Ordinance, the president may 
prohibit by decree the celebration of customary marriage in all or in part of 
the territory. 
Of course, the question of traditional forms of marriage and divorce was 
also treated by the Cameroonian legal specialists, if only to contrast them 
with the modern form. However, when customary marriage is referred to by the 
legislators, the concept is static and nebulous. As members of the elite, 
often trained abroad, many legislators disprove of customary marriage but are 
also aware of the fact that it cannot be abolished right now without creating 
great turmoil, since the majority of Cameroonians marry according to local 
customs (Mbella Mbarga 1970:419). Furthermore, in these analyses the 
specialists seem to draw on their own personal experiences. As a result, 
there is a predominance of references to the south central, the southern 
Bamileke and the Douala regions, areas where many of them come from. While 
forms of traditional marriage share common characteristics such as 
bridewealth and polygyny, there are considerable differences among the many 
ethnic groups in Cameroon which are not taken into consideration. 
Offenses Relating to Marriage and Bridewealth 
The legislators enforce the basic principles which govern the civil marriage 
for all Cameroonians by making their disregard an offense. This allows the 
state to intervene, if elements of customary forms of marriage run counter to 
official policy. Several sections in the Penal Code first enacted in 1965 
and 1967 refer to marriage and bridewealth (see Appendix I). The code is 
bilingual (the French version on the left page, the English translation on 
the right page) and is now used by judges all over Cameroon. 
Chapter V, section 356 (Forced marriage) addresses the issue of consent. 
Section 357 deals with bridewealth and excessive demands of bride-price. I 
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have never observed either type of case at the High Court in Wum, and 
according to the information given by the ~~gistrate in 1984, such cases are 
rare in the jurisdiction of the Wum court. However, I observed several 
cases relating to Section 345 of the Penal Code (indecency to a child under 
sixteen). Notes on one of these cases (see Appendix II) show the way in 
which this section has a direct bearing on the forms of traditional marriage, 
because in fact it deals with the marriage age of the woman. Here, the 
modern legislation intentionally abolishes traditional marriage practices in 
order to protect young women who are under age. The law may achieve the 
opposite result and create problems for young women, as shall be shown below. 
8 
WOMEN AND FORMS OF MARRIAGE AND BRIDEWEALTH IN WEH 
The previous paragraphs dealt in a way with a vision: The role of women in 
marriage and the ultimate abolition of bridewealth as proposed by the 
legislators, members of the Cameroonian elite. Now I want to turn away from 
this construct and look at "social reality," at the daily life of people in 
Weh. How are marriages formed and how is bridewealth perceived in this rural 
area? What is the role of women in regards to marriage and bridewealth? 
Thus I begin with a description and analysis of some important socio-
economic processes, which serves to draw a clearer picture of the past and 
present scenarios and the situation of women in Weh. Tracing the myriad of 
changes would be beyond the scope of this presentation, and therefore only 
three major factors are considered: labor migration, the introduction of 
cash crop farming for men, and the development of Western education. 
The Setting 
The village chiefdom of Weh is one of the numerous small polities located in 
the the North West Province of Cameroon. It is situated on the Ringroad, ca. 
90 kilometers north of Bamenda, the provincial capital. Weh belongs to the 
Menchum Division, administered from the town of Wum, 11 kilometers south of 
Weh. Weh's present population is estimated at over 8000. If one would 
construct a continuum of regions according to the intensity of their 
interactions with the nation-state, the Menchum Division and Weh would belong 
to the rural areas less affected by the modern bureaucracy than some of the 
other regions closer to major towns. Culturally speaking, Weh and the 
surrounding polities belong to the so-called Grassfields chiefdoms. The 
Grassfields is a highland area, bordered to the south and the west by a 
low-lying tropical rain forest belt, to the north and east by the savannah of 
the Adamawa zone. The political units in the Grassfields vary in size from a 
population of no more than 200 to over 100,000 people. They display common 
sociopoli ti cal .characteristics which occur in different configurations. The 
variabl 1~ of political structure are centralized chiefship, strong descent groups, and regulatory secret societies. The Grassfields polities share 
centuries· of common history and were always linked by networks of trade. 
These two 15actors, among others, account for the similarities of the polities. 
The Germans arrived in Weh shortly after 1900, but did not establish 
themselves permanently. A first German military post in the area was opened 
in April 1913 and had to be abandoned in 1914 when the First World War broke 
out. Its main purpose was labor recruitment. The colonial administration 
and the coastal plantations were in constant need of laborers and the regions 
around Bamenda Station had gradually been depleted. Therefor 16the Germans 
increased their efforts in peripheral areas like Wum and Weh. Thus, 
already during the German time, labor conscription, that is the exploitation 
of the human reservoir, became a noticeable factor in this peripheral area of 
the Grassfields, which was several days' trek on foot from Bamenda, the 
location of the Imperial Station. 
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The patterns of labor migration to the coastal areas, begun during the 
German colonial period, continued under British administration. The need for 
cash income had grown as demands imposed from the outside increased. Tax had 
to be paid to the administration, and expensive Western commodities were 
introduced and became very popular. One of the strategies for acquiring cash 
was short-term work in the plantations or signing up with the colonial 
administration. The majority of men in Web have worked outside at one time 
or another. With few exceptions, most men over the age of 60 spent sev 17al years in the plantations when they were young and then returned to Web. A 
few women in the same age group had also been away and when they returned 
home had assumed roles as innovators among other women. 
In the last twenty years, some of the patterns of outward migration have 
changed. Many young men have left the village for large towns like Bamenda 
and Douala, or even for Nigeria. Web has few jobs to offer outside the 
agricultural sector and being a farmer is considered a low-status occupation 
of the illiterate. Therefore many men have decided to work elsewhere for 
extended periods of time often leaving their wives and children behind. 
How does labor migration affect women? Economically speaking, the 
Grassfields is considered to be the prototype of a female farm~§g system with 
a strict division of labor by sex (Goheen 1984:15; Henn 1984). The women 
of Web bear a heavy economic burden. They are responsible for the production 
of basic food for their husband and their children. Women in monogamous 
marriages on the average have to feed 6 people (4 children, themselves and 
their husband), while women in plural marriages also fe 1~ on the average 4 children but share in providing food for their husband. The Web practice 
shifting cultivation. Women work their farm plots, which are allotted to 
them by the wardheads of the village, for a maximum of five years. Then the 
area is left fallow for 10 to 12 years. A few of them also have permanent 
farms (i.e. gardens) near their compounds in the village or in the bush. 
Women farm several different plots averaging 0.1 ha each, located in 
different parts of Web territory (Simon 1976:80). Thus they spend much time 
walking to their farms. For older women, the number of plots (first-year to 
five-year farms) concurrently worked may reach 9 or 10. Most women farm 
between 5 to 8 plots (Simon 1976:77). The basic tool is the iron hoe given 
to them by the husband. 
The work on the farms puts even higher demands on the women now, 
particularly since men's support has steadily decreased. Men traditionally 
cleared new farming plots if an area was overgrown with heavy elephant grass. 
They helped with fencing and built small shelters for the women at the edges 
of their farms, where the women sought protection from the heavy rains. They 
also helped with the planting of maize and cocoyams, both tasks considered to 
be heavy work. Younger husbands and sons-in-law rendered these services, and 
the absence of young men thus increases the workload of women. Labor 
migration may ultimately lead to a general deterioration of the welfare of 
rural households (Henn 1984:14 f.). 
In the traditional economy, men's efforts have always been directed 
towards the tree cultures, mainly the maintenance of raphia palms (for 
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building materials and the tapping of raphia palmwine, the nle, called mimbo 
in Pidgin). Among their other tasks are the building of houses, hunting 
(which has been partly abandoned due to the decrease in game), and in olden 
days warfare. Men may also trade. In the past, they practiced traditional 
crafts, such as blacksmithing, charcoal production or umbrella making. Other 
efforts go into village politics. On the whole, one might agree with the 
observation of a development expert who stated that "The unequal division of 
labour between the sexes resulted in a relative underemployment of the men" 
(Simon 1976:9). 
Since the mid-1950s, Menchum Division has been rapidly integrated into 
the economy of the modern nation-state, Cameroon. The 1960s and '70s brought 
important economic changes on the regional level. A major factor has been 
the establishment of an agricultural project (Wum Agricultural Development 
Authority) halfway between Wum and Web. The target group of the project was 
originally men, and the goal was to stimulate the production of cash crops. 
In recent years, more emphasis has been put on work with women farmers. 
Courses are held for local women to teach them farming techniques, such as 
the application of fertilizers. Nevertheless, considering that traditionally 
food production has been in the hands of women, the project has done very 
little to accommodate the needs of the women farmers. 
The heavy emphasis on the introduction of cash crops for men, such as 
coffee arabica, has encouraged the commoditization of land which is acquired 
by men. Men were assigned permanent farms by the project, land which is thus 
no longer accessible to the women farmers. Often, these plots are in prime 
locations, in the flat valleys around Web and are easily reached from the 
village. Women farmers are forced to farm the less desirable hillsides or 
valleys farther away. They face harder work and in addition need more time 
to reach their plots. Of course, the impact of the introduction of cash 
crops in regards to women is much more complex than outlined in this brief 
paragraph. What I want to stress simply here is that such a system may well 
work to the disadvantage of women and this seems to be the case in Web. 
Do women have access to Western education? As far as the educational 
sector is concerned, Web was always more exposed to modern developments than 
many of the neighboring village chiefdoms, with the exception perhaps of Wum. 
A missionary station of the Presbyterian Basel Mission was established at Web 
in 1932. A vernacular school of the Basel Mission and later a grade school 
followed. Web became an educational center for boys from surrounding 
villages. Some girls were also admitted to these schools, but their number 
was very small and their attendance often limited to one or two years. Today 
there are three primary schools in Web: a Presbyterian, a Catholic, and a 
government school. The attendance of girls falls short of that of boys. 
Over half of all children now go to school, but the high fees (in comparison 
to the villagers' income) discou 25ge fathers from sending all their children, especially the girls, to school. While the fathers appreciate their 
daughters' learning reading and writing, other effects of schooling are not 
welcome. According to many traditional Web men, schooling, especial~~ high 
school education, makes girls stubborn, snobbish and often pregnant. 
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Forms of institutionalized cohabitation 
Besides presenting a picture of change, the previous paragraphs also 
emphasize the economic importance of women. For men they were and are 
important factors in production and reproduction and thus in the accumulation 
of wealth in people. Consequently many of the male activities center around 
the acquisition of women. This enterprise is carried out communally by the 
men of the future husband's patrilineage. The Weh expression for "marriage" 
is nei siwuu ("to take a person"). Clearly, the designation of such a 
relationship as "marriage" in an ethnocentric Western sense is rather 
m~slead~ng, 2~ut I will nevertheless use this term in the following discussion. 
Weh men aspire to plural marriages, and to this day the majority of 
women in Weh prefer that their husbands have several wives. In 1970, a 
survey of 62 compounds was carried out, chosen at random (the chief's 
compound, 10 or 11 from the five traditional village wards, and ten from the 
so-called strangers' quarter, where foreigners and better educated Weh men 
live). It was found that the 62 compound heads had a total of 170 wives. 
The highest number of wives per man was seven. Seventeen men in the sample 
had one wife; they were either very young and expected to marry more wives 
in their lifetime, very old, their wives having died or left, or devout 
Christians. 
There are two types of institutionalized cohabitation. The more common 
type is marriage with bridewealth. In Weh as in Wum and the neighboring 
chiefdoms, a bridewealth marriage with its obligations is formed slowly over 
time and is an ongoing process, with few ceremonial culminations and rituals 
attached to it. It entails the transfer of rights in a woman's sexual, 
procreative, domestic, and economic capabilities, from her patrilineage to 
that of the husband. Children are filiated to the husband's patrilineage. 
Bridewealth marriages are usually agreements between patrilineages (~ 
kebi; kebi = compound, i.e. the residential unit supervised by the compound 
head, the muu kebi) of the husband and the wife. There is also the 
possibility of the .involvement of matrilineages (sare ndau; ndau = single 
house, where the woman lives with her young children), as discussed below. 
Patrilineages are the prime identification group for both men and women. As 
far as matrilineages are concerned, women take a greater part in the 
activities of their respective matrilineages than men do. The patrilineages 
tend to be localized units with a founder traceable to the second half of the 
nineteenth century who was often of non-Weh origin, which points to the 
complex formation processes of the chiefdom. The matrilineages, by contrast, 
are widespread and trace themselves back to mythical foundresses, by whose 
name they are known. I would apply the term matriclan to these regional 
groupings. Smaller segments of these large matriclans, with members in 
nearby village chiefdoms, are headed by the most senior male member of the 
respective segment. The regional character of matriline~ 3es is the result of frequent intermarriage between allied village chiefdoms. 
At the turn of this century a bridewealth marriage could be initiated in 
different ways. A female child could be "taken" before she was even 
conceived. A man (or a young man's guardian, who acted on his behalf) would 
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ask the wife of a friend to be allowed to "take" her yet unborn daughter. If 
she and her husband agreed and she got pregnant, the child would be 
considered to be the future wife of the suitor. The same arrangement could 
be made when a woman was expecting. If she gave birth to a boy, the suitor 
would befriend the boy and and support him later on. A baby girl was 
considered to be his wife and the husband began to render services to his 
in-laws. When the girl began to "understand things," she was made aware of 
her husband and addressed as the "wife of ••• [husband's name] (wii ••• ) • 
The "taking" of yet unborn girls is no longer practiced, very likely as a 
result of British intervention during the colonial period, because infant 
betrothal and marriage belonged to the realm of customs considered repugnant 
with the moral order. 
Similarly, the "taking" of girls when they were about 6 years old, has 
become rather uncommon. In this case a man or the guardian of a young man 
will ask the parents of the girl whether they agree to a marriage. If the 
parents agree, the man brings palmwine which is ceremonially shared. From 
that time on, the child is adressed as his wife and visits him in his 
compound. The husband helps the father-in-law and the mother-in-law with 
some of their tasks and begins giving the bridewealth. When the girl has 
menstruated for the first time, her mother informs the girl's husband with 
the following words: "Your wife is ready." From then on, she and her husband 
will have sexual contact. The young wife ultimately moves into her husband's 
compound when she has given birth to her first child and the child is walking 
(about a year after the child's birth). 
Nowadays, a marriage relationship is most commonly entered into shortly 
before the girl reaches puberty. In such a case the man, accompanied by 
friends or his guardian if he is still very young, will take palmwine to the 
girl's mother first and then the mother will send the man to the father. If 
the parents agree, the sharing ceremony will take place at the house of the 
girl's mother. The man and his bride will share raphia wine with the 
in-laws. This ceremony is usually witnessed by neighbors. All forms of 
bridewealth marriage result in major age differences between husbands and 
wives. Considering that a man usually does not marry before the age of 25 
and "takes" a girl aged 6 (nowadays more often a girl aged 13 or 14), the age 
difference between husband and wives is at least ten years and frequently 
more. At the turn of the century, the marriage age of men tended to be even 
higher than today (30 to 40 years). 
A second form of institutionalized cohabitation is termed in Pidgin 
English as the "theft of a woman," in the Weh language, howeverp_4as nei weisenn (taking a woman) just as the marriage with bridewealth. This form 
of marriage without bridewealth is strictly an arrangement between an adult 
woman and an adult man. Often, a man may talk a married woman into moving in 
with him because he likes the way she dances, her looks, and her behavior. 
The first two criteria play a lesser part in a bridewealth marriage in which 
obedience, hard work, and procreative capabilities are appreciated much more 
than appearance. A marriage without bridewealth can be the first marriage 
for a man, but is usually the second or third marriage for a woman who has 
left her husband for the lover. Once she has agreed to leave her husband, 
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she moves secretly to her lover's compound where she is welcomed by the other 
wives. She is washed, rubbed with camwood, fed, and feasted. The dance 
ndong is performed in her honor and leads to the public recognition of the 
union. She remains with her new husband/lover for as long as she pleases. 
While the husband/lover acquires the sexual, domestic and economic services 
of the woman, the rights to any children born from this union belong to the 
first husband, who has paid bridewealth for her; he maintains, of course, 
the rights to any other children she had born when still in his compound. It 
is not unlikely that she will return to her previous husband after several 
years, or take another man, i.e. she will be stolen again. Sometimes her 
present husband/lover acquires the rights to all her offspring by refunding 
to her previous husband and his patrilineage the bridewealth paid on her 
behalf. 
When looking at Weh genealogies it becomes evident that this type of 
union without bridewealth already existed in the pre-colonial period. It 
should therefore be distinguished from a much more recent phenomenon, namely 
marriage without bridewealth in which the husband simply refuses to pay but 
demands the rights in the woman's procreative powers. He is, of course, 
protected by the the law and he knows it. Much to the chagrin of the lineage 
heads, more and more educated young men and women chose this ~gtion, although 
men may ultimately reconsider and begin bridewealth payments. 
Bridewealth 
Bridewealth (keou weisenn = woman money) is given by the patrilineage of a 
husband to the patrilineage of a wife, i.e to the father-in-law. The 
matrilineage, i.e. the mother-in-l~g, receives bridewealth (ngou weisenn = 
things due for the woman) as well. The head of the patrilineage keeps the 
incoming goods or, because the bridewealth has become largely monetarized, 
the incoming money. According to the ideal model, he then redistributes it 
to sons of the compound who want to acquire wives. Traditionally, the oldest 
son must marry first, then the others follow. A man might also enjoy the 
support of his matrilineage in particular that of his mother's brother when 
he raises the bridewealth payments, but then the matrilineage could claim a 
share in the procreative powers of his wife. They might demand some of the 
children and part of future bridewealth returned on any female child born in 
the union. This often led to considerable tensions and disputes, and 
ultimately, Ndse-Bii-Ndumm who was chief from 1921 to 1949 disallowed this 
practice and such claims, being backed by the British administration. 
Nevertheless, even now claims reaching back decades occasionally still 
surface and if not settled within the compound are then taken to the council 
of the elders (ndau tse) or to the Traditional Village Council, a dispute 
settling institution established in the 1960s by the Wum Area Council. 
In former times, bridewealth was paid over a lifetime and the amount was 
not fixed, although it was expected to be within a certain realm. The ideal 
model demands that the bridewealth given for a woman should not surpass the 
amount given for her mother. Otherwise the patrilineage will be considered 
greedy and be vulnerable to witchcraft. In practice, however, bridewealth 
payments keep increasing. Bridewealth transactions linked patrilineages over 
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many years. Typically, on the day of rest of the eight day week, sons-in-law 
would be busy bringing payments in kind to their in-laws, an event that 
demanded a witness in case a dispute arose later on. The sons-in-law 27 
recorded these payments by attaching pieces of pith to a bamboo stick, 
which they kept at home. Nowadays they themselves or some person 
knowledgeable in writing enter the payments into small blue copybooks. 
Typical bridewealth payme~;s and services rendered over a lifetime would look 
like the following table. 
To the father-in-law (that is, the wife's patrilineage) 
2 goats and one iron hoe 
1 bag of salt (fixed measure) and 1 dog 
8 English pounds 
5 English pounds 
blanket (import) and one mat 
Total, estimated by husband: 20 English pounds 
To the mother-in-law (that is, to the wife's matrilineage) 
1 drum of palm oil (fixed measure) 
1 English pound 
1 goat and raphia palmwine 
1 goat 
2 goats 
2 goats 
Total, estimated by husband: 17 English pounds 
Presents given to the wife, before actual cohabitation: 
glass beads 
iron and brass rings 
Services rendered to the father-in-law 
Cutting of roofing grass 
Production of charcoal 
Collecting firewood 
Services rendered to the mother-in-law 
Planting cocoyam 
Cleaning and weeding her farm 
Collecting firewood 
Support received by his patrilineage 
5 goats from his father 
Support received from his matrilineage 
none 
Services rendered to members of his patrilineage in return for the support: 
Smithing 
Tapping of raphia palmwine 
Hunting 
Support given to the following male members of his patrilineage in their 
bridewealth transactions: 
Support for 2 brothers (same father, same mother) 
Support for 3 brothers (same father, different mother) 
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This example of an average bridewealth transaction demonstrates the 
close ties which are created between the two patrilineages. Many of the 
obligations cannot easily be expressed in monetary terms, although there are 
efforts to do so, especially by younger Weh men who have found employment in 
other parts of Cameroon or in Nigeria. They prefer to give money in 
installments. These payments are often still expressed in terms of payments 
in kind. Thus a man will give CFA 2500 which equals a goat. Furthermore, 
bridewealth given by foreigners may also take the form of a fixed sum of 
money which can be as high as CFA 250,000 (being the equivalent of 
approximately$ 1000). 
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TWO SYSTEMS COMPARED 
From the examination of the characteristics of marriage and bridewealth in 
Weh, it is evident that the legislators' perception of marriage and 
bridewealth presents a radical departure from Weh traditions, even though the 
modern legislation has been drafted to suit Cameroonian needs. The basic 
assumption of what marriage and bridewealth mean are different and seemingly 
incompatible. The Cameroonian legislators have a Western model of the 
nuclear family in mind wh2G talking about marriage (Nkouendjin 1975:41) and want to bring the natives up to standards. I suspect that their view of 
marriage includes a heavier emphasis on the emotional aspects of such a 
union. In this concept, there is ultimately no place for bridewealth either. 
But let us look at two particular issues: consent and bridewealth as 
validating a marriage. 
One of the crucial points in the legislation concerning marriage is the 
issue of the consent of both spouses, thus giving equality to women. 
Clearly, the ways of forming a bridewealth marriage in the past did not 
demand the consent of the girl. However, it has been remarked that the 
"marrying" of yet to be born girls and young children is not practiced any 
more. Most informants attributed this development to the "government," which 
did not allow this practice. "Government" here refers to the precedent set 
by the Native Courts and the Customary Courts and ultimately the British 
district officers who, as the reviewers of the cases dealt with by the Native 
Courts, spoke out against infant marriage. Another observation, namely that 
very young girls who enter into a relationship may change their minds, in 
particular after they have had some schooling, has led cautious fathers in 
Weh to explore their daughters' wishes. Usually this occurs when the future 
husband brings palmwine to the future father-in-law. With the girl present, 
the father will ask her: "Show me the person who is your friend. Then cut 
[Pidgin for "share"] the mimbo and give it to me. Look, what you are showing 
me now, do you want me to drink this mimbo to it?" Only if she answers in 
the positive, will he accept the palmwine. The father puts the question 
several times, because he fears the consequences should his daughter 
reconsider. In such a case, d~5pute inevitably follows and people will 
consider him to be unreliable. 
Yet there are still many instances when girls are unable to articulate 
their opinions - they are too young and often have no formal schooling at 
all; chances are that a girl who has attended school for several years has 
different aspirations. A twelve- or thirteen-year old may not dare to speak 
out against a big man (ngarre wuu) - her future husband - or for that matter 
against her father. According to the Penal Code, by the way, the giving away 
in marriage of girls under the age of fourteen is an offense (Section 356 
(3)), but there is no way for the state to enforce this regulation in remote 
villages. When visiting the compounds of well-to-do Weh men in their late 
forties and fifties, one often meets very young wives. Many of these 
marriages end in divorce, the young wives abandoning their old husbands for 
younger men and entering with them into a non-bridewealth union, or returning 
to their father's compound. 
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As far as bridewealth is concerned, it was shown above that in Weh the 
concept of a marriage without bridewealth but with full transfer of rights to 
the women and children has remained alien to men and women with traditional 
lifestyles. According to Nkouendjin (1975:79) and other legal specialists, 
bridewealth payments have a negative economic effect on the nuclear family by 
draining the financial resources of the husband away from the family. This 
view presupposes the existence of nuclear families, which may hold true for 
other parts of Cameroon. In Weh, however, the economic unit is that of the 
kebi, the compound; it may even reach beyond. In general, it still holds 
true that a man receives support from his patrilineage. There are few 
exceptions, such as mentioned in the next paragraph. An interesting 
hypothesis was put forward by Kaberry (1952:24) which would actually 
contradict the view that bridewealth has only negative economic effects. 
According to her findings, bridewealth payments might also provide an 
economic incentive for men and stimulate labor migration. It would be 
interesting to explore the implications of Kaberry's hypothesis. 
Another objection to bridewealth stems from the inflation resulting from 
its monetarization. It should be noted, though, that there is considerable 
variation in the amount according to ethnic group, even within the 
Grassfields region. The inflation of bridewealth payments is not a new 
development and generations of young men have obviously lived with it and 
coped (Kaberry 1952:25). This bridewealth inflation is felt in Weh, too, and 
young men who plan to marry constantly complain about the augmentation. 
Furthermore, the burden of payment is often on the man alone, as in some 
cases, the burden of payment is on the men alone, if the heads of the 
patrilineages refuse to redistribute the funds that have come in. They tend 
to use the money and goods for their own purposes, much to the dismay of the 
younger male members of the patrilineage. Yet, the respect for the system of 
seniority and fear of ~~tchcraft keep these young men from speaking out 
against their seniors. 
A bridewealth marriage is perceived as the ideal conjugal union and as 
of now, a marriage without bridewealth does not entail the full transfer of 
rights in the woman, and the bond between the two involved patrilineages 
remains weak. As stated above, the Cameroonian legislators allow bridewealth 
to be part of marriage arrangements, but in the modern system the validity of 
a marriage is not affected by its non-payment. If bridewealth has been 
received, it must be refunded in the case of divorce. This principle is 
upheld by modern courts as well as the Customary Courts. 
Of course, the legislators also object to bridewealth marriage on nioral 
grounds. They argue that women are degraded by being sold like goods. While 
this opinion is sometimes voiced by educated men and women in Weh, I have 
found little evidence among Weh people with more traditional lifestyles that 
this consideration even enters into their minds. In 3fact, women are 
frequently compared to goats who produce young ones. Many of the 
uneducated women take the system as a given and pride themselves if they live 
up to the expectations of productivity. It is, as expressed in Pidgin, their 
country fashion. Younger women with some schooling, whom I have interviewed, 
are more critical of the bridewealth issue and marriage in general. 
18 
Nevertheless, they are obviously flattered if a high amount of bridewealth is 
given for them (see also Illy 1975:380). 
It is obvious that in the case of bridewealth, the views of the 
legislators contradict social reality in Weh. Despite all the misuse that 
admittedly occurs, bridewealth is still such an integral part of the social 
and the economic fabric in a rural area like Weh that it has not outlived its 
usefulness, as Illy suggests for southern Cameroon (1975:380). The 
consequences of its abolition are hard to imagine. 
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THE DILEMMA OF IMPLEMENTATION 
In the analysis of the data, I explored the different understandings of the 
formation of a marriage and the meaning of bridewealth by the legislators and 
by the people concerned. From the point of view of the state, the principles 
of the legislation should be disseminated and enforced whenever possible. 
This would imply an effort of the administration to have more people choose a 
civil ceremony over the customary form of marriage. What strategies has the 
administration followed in order to achieve acceptance of the new family law? 
I want to focus on two avenues of implementation: implementation through the 
establishment of an adequate bureaucracy, and implementation through 
coercion. 
The agency where a civil marriage can be entered into is the office of 
the civil registrar (in Pidgin this process is termed to write book for 
married). Such offices can be found in any major administrative center. 
People of the Menchum Division either go to Wum or to Fundong, depending on 
their residence. While the existence of these registries is known to most 
villagers, with the exception perhaps of the oldest people, a civil marriage 
is not desirable. Some of the reasons were mentioned in the previous 
paragraphs. Of course people are afraid that in the case of a civil 
marriage, bridewealth will not be given. But there also exists a deep-rooted 
fear of any "authority" from outside, and the civil status registrar is 
certainly such an authority. 
The obstacles for a simple villager to have a civil ceremony performed 
are tremendous. Because the civil registry is in Wum, any business there 
means that transportation fees have to be paid. Since in the complex 
Cameroonian bureaucracy no official business can be accomplished in a day or 
two, many trips to Wum are required. Birth certificates for the bride and 
groom must be presented, but many villagers do not have them. Often, such 
certificates are only made up for young adults. Then the registrar estimates 
the age of the person and may also take a hefty dash (bribe) if the applicant 
is unable to produce 3511 the necessary documents and bring in mother or father as witnesses. The expenses for a civil marriage ceremony are high, 
not only in fees, but also in kind. Relatives may expect a big Western-style 
celebration with food and beer and even whiskey. The same holds true for 
church weddings. They are considered to be expensive and of course the 
expectation is that bridewealth will not be paid, because church officials 
are among the most outspoken proponents of its abolition. However, it is a 
common misconception that a Christian marriage automatically excludes 
bridewealth payments. Although, for example, the Presbyterian Church of 
Cameroon opposes bridewealth, it has in fact not disallowed it for 
Christians. Rather it tacitly accepts it, but interprets the present 
acceptance as an interim measure. 
Based on negative, often frightening experiences with the state 
bureaucracy, and on some misconceptions, the villagers tend to avoi~ 4modern marriage. Even better-educated men and women follow this strategy. One 
simply does not write book for married, and church weddings are often avoided 
even by staunch supporters of the church. During the several years I spent 
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in Weh, I have never observed a wedding in the Presbyterian church and 
attended one wedding in the Catholic church. According to a former 
missionary who lived some 20 years in Weh, he only performed four church 
weddings in that time period. It should be noted that this situation is 
slightly different in other parts of the Grassfields. In Bafut for example, 
the number of church weddings ~gd thus civil marriages is much higher than in 
the region around Weh and Wum. There are at least two explanantions for 
this phenomenon. One would be the isolation of the Wum/Weh area. Secondly, 
and this might be an interesting starting point for comparative work, the 
forms of traditional marriage and bridewealth in Bafut differ and may on the 
whole be more compatible with the modern concepts of the legislators. 
Finally I want to look at the enforcement of the legal principles 
through coercion, that is, through criminal prosecution of offenders in the 
modern courts. Encounters with the judiciary on marriage matters can be a 
painful experience, as the notes on the criminal case in Appendix II 
demonstrate. One of the theoretical approaches to legal imposition is 
Kidder's interactive model of external law, assessing the role and sources of 
power at different levels of externality (Kidder 1979:296 f.). He postulates 
that the more external the legal system, the more any conflict introduced 
into it or induced by it will take on meanings not originally relevant to the 
conflicting parties. I consider the case presented here as a good example of 
Kidder's theory. It demonstrates how incomprehensible much the system 
remains, even for more educated residents of the Weh/Wum area. 
The case (indecency to a girl under sixteen years) shows how 
misconceptions can lead to devastating results. Let us briefly look at the 
protagonists in the case and their strategies. The two main actors were the 
father of the victim and the judge. The girl's father, a former secretary of 
the Wum Area Council, disapproved of his fourteen-year old daughter's 
relationship with a semiliterate trader. When he found out that the two had 
had sexual intercourse, he brought the case to the attention of the police 
and thus initiated the criminal prosecution. He probably knew that having 
sexual intercourse with a minor constitutes an offense. However, he was 
unaware of the fact that he could not withdraw the case once it had been fed 
into the modern court system. The goal of his action was to keep his 
daughter from marrying a young man he disliked - not at all an uncommon 
occurence. The original conflict, basically concerned with parental consent 
to a daughter's customary marriage, took on a very different meaning at that 
stage. When the father altered his strategy after his daughter had 
threatened to run away and become a prostitute, and decided that under these 
circumstances it might be wise to consent to the marriage, he was no longer 
able to manipulate the system. 
The judge, coming from another area of Cameroon, was unaware of the 
forms of marriage practiced in Wum (they are identical with the practices in 
Weh) and tried to establish whether a marriage had been previously entered 
into by the girl and the young man. This was the crucial point in his 
decision: if a marriage had taken place, then the young man would have gone 
free. The judge's understanding of the marriage process, however, remained 
limited. It was shown above that marriage in this region evolves slowly over 
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time and that the necessary steps need not be taken rapidly, nor are they 
very obvious to the outsider. From the testimony, it was never quite clear 
whether the young man had officially asked the in-laws to agree to the 
marriage, which then became the main argument of the state prosecutor for 
conviction. However, in a later interview I had with the father, it became 
evident that the young man had actually taken a first step, namely he had 
talked to the girl's mother. It should be noted here that the girl, had she 
not gone to school, would have probably already been married according to 
country fashion at that point in time. Not being familiar with the process 
of marriage in Wum, the judge thus assumed that at the time of the offense, 
no intent of marriage had been shown. This resulted in a harsh sentence for 
the young man. 
Whether the judge acutally "protected" the young woman involved or set a 
precedent for other people remains very doubtful. There are few opportunit-
ies for girls like her with some schooling, but not quite enough to find work 
or continue her education at the high school level. On the other hand, some 
education often convinces girls that marrying an illiterate farmer or trader 
is below them. Thus her threat to become a prostitute was very real, as 
prostitution is one of the options which young women choose to gain some 
independence. The number of women who are unmarried and trade (the Pidgin 
expression for being a prostitute, because most of them stay near the market 
areas) is increasing even in a village like Weh. 
In principle and on paper, justice had been meted out. 
questionable whether the sentence had an educational effect 
the judge - or was even understood by the defendant and the 
In reality it is 
- as implied by 
witnesses. 
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CONCLUSION 
Weh and the Menchum Division have been undergoing transformations in many 
areas. Economic processes affect and change the life of rural men and women. 
Yet, as far as marriage and bridewealth are concerned, the nation-state's 
efforts had little impact, as neither administrative policies nor coercion 
through the courts presently show the result desired by the legislators. In 
the domestic sphere, the majority of men and women retain much of their 
traditional lifestyle, although it was noted that, seen from a long-term 
perspective, some elements of the formation of marriages and bridewealth had 
been transformed or abandoned as a result of British intervention (such as 
the betrothal of yet unborn children) • Thus, rural women's position in the 
Menchum Division remains to a large degree unchanged in regards to marriage 
and bridewealth, despite the legislative actions on the macro-level of 
Cameroonian society. 
It must be stressed once more that this analysis applies to a certain 
point in time and to men and women living in a peripheral village, who have 
little or no schooling. Yet, they are citizens of Cameroon, too, and at 
present, they form the majority of residents in the area under study. There 
are indications that with an increase in the number of girls attending 
school, the attitudes and expectations of young women may change in regards 
to marriage and bridewealth. Whether these factors ultimately bring 3gbout 
"development," as envisioned by the legislators, remains to be seen. 
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APPENDIX I 
EXCERPTS FROM THE PENAL CODE 
Section 217. - Solemnisation of Marriage 
Any minister of religion who -
( 1) Not being authorised to perform a civil marriage, solemnises a 
religious ceremony of marriage without having seen a certificate of marriage 
already performed by a registrar of births, marriages and deaths; or 
(2) Being authorised to perform a civil marriage, -
(a) Solemnises only a religious ceremony of marriage; or 
(bl Performs a civil marriage without having seen a certificate of no 
impediment from the said registrar -
shall be punished with a fine from five thousand to thirty thousand francs, 
and on subsequent conviction within the meaning of section 88 of this Code, 
with imprisonment for from one to five years. 
Section 346. - Indecency to child under sixteen 
(1) Whoever commits an indecent act in the presence of a child under the age 
of sixteen shall be punished with imprisonment for from two to five years and 
with fine of from twenty thousand to two hundred thousand francs. 
(3) The penalty shall be imprisonment for from ten to fifteen years where 
the offender has sexual intercourse with the victim, notwithstanding his or 
her consent. 
Section 356. - Forced Marriage. 
( 1) Whoever compels anyone to marry shall be punished with imprisonment for 
from five to ten years and with fine of from twenty-five thousand to one 
million francs. 
(2) Where the victim is under the age of eighteen, the punishment may not be 
less then two years imprisonment, whatever the mitigating circumstances. 
(3) Whoever gives in marriage a boy under sixteen years of age or a girl 
under fourteen shall be punished as under the two last foregoing subsections. 
(4) Upon conviction, the Court may deprive the offender of parental power 
and disqualify him from being the guardian or curator of any person for the 
time presribed by section 31 (4) of this Code. 
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Section 357. - Abuse in respect of bride-price. 
( 1) Whoever -
(a) Receives from a third party the whole or any part of a bride-price for 
the promise in marriage of a woman already married or bound by a betrothal 
not yet broken off; or 
(bl Receives the whole or any part of a bride-price before refund to any 
earlier suitor; or 
(cl Receives without any right to it the whole or any part of a bride-price 
for the marriage of a woman; or 
(d) Demands the whole or any part of an excessive bride-price for the 
marriage of a girl over twenty-one years of age or of a widow or divorced 
woman; or 
(e) For want of compliance with his excessive demands for bride-price for 
the marriage of a girl under the age of twenty-one, and for no other reason, 
obstructs her marriage; or 
(f) Receives as heir any such consideration promised to the person from whom 
he inherits -
shall be punished with imprisonment for from one to five years or with fine 
of from five thousand to five hundred thousand francs or with both such 
imprisonment and fine. 
(2) Time shall begin to run again for prosecution on payment of the 
bride-price or of any instalment. 
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APPENDIX II 
NOTES ON A CRIMINAL CASE OBSERVED IN THE HIGH COURT AT WUM IN APRIL 1978 
Note: The names of the judge and the defendant have been omitted or altered. 
Copy of the Case List 
IN THE HIGH COURT OF THE NORTHWEST PROVINCE 
HOLDEN AT WUM 
BEFORE HIS LORDSHIP MR. JUSTICE •••••••••••• - PRESIDENT 
MONDAY THE •• TH DAY OF APRIL, 1978 
(5) WHC/ •• /77: The People Vrs. Jeremiah Tah. 
Charge: Indecency to a girl under 16 years 
con. section 346 (1) and (3) of P.C. 
OBSERVATIONS AT THE SESSION ON THE FIRST DAY 
Present in the courtroom: defendant, victim, father of the victim, mother of 
the victim, many spectators. The president of the court is a man in his 
forties from the anglophone coastal area. He comes across as arrogant and 
rather unconcerned. He states several times during the court proceedings 
that one has to teach these backward natives of Menchum Division how they 
should go about their affairs in a modern state like Cameroon. He finds the 
inhabitants of Menchum Division mostly primitive and stubborn. The president 
uses proper English and pretends not to understand Pidgin. (I have not yet 
met any well-educated anglophone Cameroonian who does not know how to speak 
and understand Pidgin. However, it is common that for reasons of status 
people deny their knowledge of this "bastard" language, as some call it.) 
The state prosecutor is a young francophone Bamileke man who has just 
finished training at the Ecole Nationale d'Administration et de Magistrature 
(E.N.A.M.) in Yaounde. He speaks good English and also understands Pidgin 
well. There is also an anglophone court registrar and another court clerk. 
Two sworn interpreters are at hand, one translating Pidgin into proper 
English, the other translating Wum language into proper English. 
The defendant is a young man from Wum in his early twenties, rather poorly 
dressed. Grins frequently. Speaks some Pidgin during the trial, but in many 
instances the court interpreter has to intervene and give a translation of 
the proceedings into the Wum language. The defendant has no counsel. 
Plea of the defendant: Guilty as charged. 
When questioned whether he slept with the girl, he answers in the positive. 
State prosecutor gives opening statement: 
The girl came to the defendant to buy kerosene in his small store near the 
market. He invited the girl into his room and had sexual intercourse with 
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her. When the girl was late coming home, her mother went out and looked for 
her. She found out that her daughter was in the defendant's room with the 
defendant, but the door of the room was locked. When another young girl came 
to buy kerosene from the defendant, he got up, came out and sold the 
kerosene. The girl's mother was still waiting outside the store. She used 
the opportunity to enter the room. When she stepped inside, her daughter hid 
behind the door. The defendant himself was half nude and very sweaty. In 
the meantime, the girl's father had arrived on the scene and took his 
daughter back. He then went and complained to the police. An investigation 
was ordered. The girl was taken to the hospital, where a medical examiner 
determined her age as under sixteen and examined her as to whether she had 
had sexual intercourse. 
Defendant states that he always goes to his parents-in-law (the mother and 
the father of the girl) and brings them firewood. He also cooks for them 
(brings food). He converses with the parents. He considers the girl to be 
his wife. 
Defendant's demeanor: He seems rather unconcerned, grins, jokes. 
President reprimands the defendant for telling jokes and taking things 
lightly. Obviously, so the president states, he seems to be unaware of the 
fact that he can be sentenced to prison for up to fifteen years. He points 
out that the defendant did not understand the meaning of the guilty or 
not-guilty plea, when he pleaded guilty. Therefore the president changes the 
plea to "not-guilty." He then tells the defendant to prepare himself better 
for the trial. Asks him whether the girl is staying with him in his house. 
Defendant states that she does not stay in his house, but in her father's 
compound, because according to country fashion, a wife does not move in with 
her husband until she has given birth to the first child. 
This statement angers the girl's father who yells out in proper English 
(gramma) that his daughter is not married to the defendant. 
President asks the girl whether she is married to the defendant. 
The girl answers in the positive. 
The president asks the mother of the girl whether her daughter is married to 
the defendant. The question has to be translated because the mother speaks 
no English. At that point in time both interpreters have left the court 
room. The president asks the father of the girl to translate, but the father 
refuses to do so. Thus, one of the interpreters is being called back in. 
The mother is now asked again and answers that her daughter is married to the 
young man. 
The president asks the mother whether according to country fashion the mother 
or the father give their consent when the daughter is being married. The 
mother answers that both do it. 
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President adjourns the case to the next day, sets bail for the defendant at 
70,000 CFA and requests that witnesses of the marriage ceremony be brought in 
next time. 
OBSERVATIONS AT THE SESSION ON THE NEXT DAY 
After the first day in court, the father of the girl had gone to the state 
prosecutor and asked him to withdraw the case. He did not know that this is 
impossible. The defendant still has not hired a lawyer. It should be noted, 
though, that any lawyer has to come from Bamenda, as there are no lawyers 
practicing in Wum. 
First witness for the prosecution: The girl (victim) 
The girl is about fifteen years old, and scared out of her wits when she 
enters the witness box. She goes to school and lives with her family at the 
Wum Three Corners, an area where more educated Wum men and foreigners live. 
In an unsworn statement she admits that she and the defendant had sexual 
intercourse on the day in question. Then the mother came and pulled her out 
of the defendant's room. 
President to the defendant: 
It does not matter for the case whether the girl consented to have sex. If 
both have sexual intercourse, then it is a risky business because they may 
· get caught. The only exception would be if they were married; but the 
marriage has to be officially entered into before the sexual intercourse 
occurs. 
Defendant interrogates girl whether he had not brought palmwine to her father 
(indicating his intention to marry the girl). She denies that he had ever 
brought palmwine. 
President asks defendant whether the girl is his wife according to Wum 
fashion. 
Defendant answers in the positive. 
Second witness for the prosecution: Mother of the victim 
The mother laughs nervously when she takes the oath on the Bible in the 
witness box. She obviously does not know what all of this means and seems 
totally unaware of the seriousness of the situation. She speaks only the Wum 
language and is interrogated with the help of an interpreter. 
She denies that her daughter is married to the defendant, thus contradicting 
her statement made during the first court session. 
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Third witness for the prosecution: The father of the victim 
The father of the victim who actually went to the police and accused the 
defendant of having had sexual intercourse with his underaged daughter is a 
former secretary of the Wum Area Council. He is literate, speaks proper 
English, and is a rather shrewd man. He is portly, well dressed, and behaves 
like a "big man." He has extensive experience with the nation-state court 
system. He was twice accused of embezzlement. In the first trial he was 
found not guilty, in the second case he was sent to prison for one year. 
After half a year he was released on parole. He then became a tailor and now 
has a store near the Wum market. He swears on the cutlass (being a 
non-Christian polygamist). 
He states that his daughter is not married to the defendant but that she will 
marry him. 
The president points out that it is immaterial for the case whether the girl 
will ultimately marry the defendant. 
The defendant refuses to cross-examine the third witness because he is his 
father-in-law. 
Fourth witness of the prosecution: Police officer 
The police officer speaks proper English, swears on the Bible and reads the 
statement he took from the defendant. At the police station the defendant 
had stated that he had slept with the girl for the first time and that he was 
sorry about it. Shortly before the trial, he had received a note from 
defendant that he and the girl want to get married in the registrar's office. 
Statement of the defendant 
The president considers the case to be a prima facie case. He asks the 
defendant to call his witnesses. The defendant has no witnesses. He 
explains to the defendant that he can refuse to make any statement or that he 
can give his statement either unsworn or under oath. The defendant choses to 
take the oath on the cutlass. 
He states that he is married to the girl, that he has started to bring things 
to his in-laws. 
Cross-examination of the defendant by the state prosecutor 
During the cross-examination which is carried out in a very sharp tone of 
voice by the state prosecutor, the defendant seems helpless. He contradicts 
himself several times. When the state prosecutor asks the defendant whether 
he has already spoken to the father of the girl about marriage, the defendant 
answers in the negative, even though he had previously tried to establish 
that he and the girl were already married. 
The state prosecutor finds the defendant guilty as charged. 
Sentence 
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The president of the court is playing a "game." He first asks the defendant 
for how long he wants to go to jail. The defendant answers dumbfounded: one 
year. The president reminds the defendant that the minimum sentence is ten 
years. The defendant grins and says that under these circumstances he might 
be willing to go to jail for two years. Then the president asks the girl for 
how long her "future husband" should go to jail. She answers: For four 
years. When the judge asks her father the same question, the father answers: 
Perhaps three years because he is still a very young man. The president 
finally says that he'll add up all these years and then take some sort of 
average. He sentences the young man to six years in prison with hard labor. 
"I do not like anybody to take undue advantage of anybody's weaknesses" 
(verbatim quote of the judge). 
Reactions and interview with the father of the girl 
The young man is astonished and still doesn't quite seem to understand what 
has happened. The girl, too, does not understand what is going on. The 
numerous spectators in.the court building and at the windows and the door 
laugh and applaud. The judge is seemingly pleased with the result of his 
unusual way at arriving at a sentence. 
Later on I talked to the father of the girl who had brought the matter to the 
attention of the police. He told me that the young man loved his daughter 
and really wants to marry her. He did not like him as a prospective 
son-in-law because he had little education and had barely finished class 7 in 
school. Therefore he never consented to the marriage, while the mother had 
given her consent. If the young man had been found not guilty, the father 
would have agreed to the marriage immediately. I asked why he had tried to 
withdraw the case. He had done so because his daughter really wanted to 
marry the young man. She had threatened to run away from home and become a 
prostitute and never to get married if he would not consent. 
On the way from court to town, several men greeted the father and asked him 
whether the judge had now officially married his daughter to Jeremiah. 
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FOOTNOTES 
1 The case material presented here was collected during several years of 
research in the Menchum Division of Cameroon, pertaining to historical 
development, political structure, and legal change in the chiefdom of Weh and 
some neighboring chiefdoms. Fieldwork in Weh and the Menchum Division was 
carried out from September 1970 to December 1971, sponsored by the Deutsche 
Akademische Austauschdienst, from January through April 1978, sponsored by a 
grant of the Max-Planck-Gesellschaft, and again from May 1983 to May 1984, 
sponsored by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft. I am deeply indebted to 
Professor Dr. Ruediger Schott (Seminar fuer Voelkerkunde of the Universitaet 
Muenster, FRG) for his kind support of my work. I also thank the members of 
the Legal Department in Bamenda and the president of the Court of Appeal at 
Bamenda, the Honorable S. Wakai, for allowing me access to court proceedings 
and court records while in Cameroon. My thanks go to Fon Nji II of Weh who 
let me. observe village politics and dispute settlement procedures in Weh. 
Finally, I would like to thank Dr. Jean Hay of the. African Studies Center 
(Boston University) for her helpful comments and editing of the paper. 
2 It should be noted that the point of view assumed is that of an 
anthropologist and that I do not try to give a legal specialist's 
interpretations of the legislation. As in many anthropological studies, the 
analysis here is undertaken from the "grassroots" level, looking "up" at the 
developments at the nation-state level. This is not always an easy task. In 
his fine study of village communities and the state in southeastern Cameroon, 
Geschiere (1982:355) has put the anthropological experience into the 
following words: "Viewed from the village, one gets the strange image of the 
state power more or less floating in the air as it were. All power is 
delegated from the top of the state; it seems as though all power within 
society is concentrated there, but on what precisely this state power itself 
rests remains unclear." 
3 
Native 
a). A 
former 
4 
This repugnancy clause is contained in all British legislation on 
Courts (see for instance Revised Laws of Nigeria 1948, chapter 142; 10 
good discussion of the Native Court system in Nigeria and thus also in 
British Cameroon is presented by Adewoye (1977: chapter 6). 
The same applies to Togo and other former French colonies. Van 
Rouveroy van Nieuwaal has given a detailed analysis of the situation in Togo 
(1973:5 f.). 
5 In 1983, after Paul 
United Republic of Cameroon 
that the unification of the 
Biya succeeded Amadou Ahidjo as president, the 
became the Republic of Cameroon, thus indicating 
former British and French territories had been 
achieved. 
6 Loi No. 66-2/COR du 7 juillet 1966 de l'Assemblee legislative du 
Cameroun Oriental. Loi No. 68/LF/2 du 11 juillet 1968 de l'Assemblee 
Nationale Federale. 
7 Civil Status Registration Ordinance No. 81-02 of 29 June 1981 
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8 The following papers deal with the reform of Cameroonian family law 
or related issues: Mbarga 1966; Mbella Mbappe 1970; Melone 1971; Nguini 
1973, 1975; Nkouendjin 1977a, b. 
9 The introduction of the book is presented in French and in English, 
from which the quote is taken. It should be noted, however, that the English 
translation of the author's French text does not always do justice to the 
original. 
10 This is not expressedly stated in the law of 1968. According to 
Mbella Mbappe (1970:429 f.) this inference can be drawn from Section 217 of 
the Penal code (see Appendix I). 
11 When using the term "traditional," I do not intend to conjure up a 
picture of a changeless situation. What is considered to be tradition has, 
of course, always undergone numerous transformations and never been static. 
12 Law No. 79/04 of 29 June 1979 to attach the Customary and Alkali 
Courts to the Ministry of Justice. 
13 I thank the president of the Court of First Instance at Wum, 
G. Obenson, for his comments on such cases. 
14 Most units are patrilineal, although there are also some matrilineal 
groups. Best known among them is the kingdom of Korn (see Nkwi 1974, 1976), 
now part of the Menchum Division. Some other polities in the Menchum 
Division, among them immediate neighbors of Weh, are also matrilineal. 
see 
15 See Rowlands 
Geary 1976. 
1979; Nkwi and Warnier 1982; Warnier 1984, 1985; on Weh 
16 Unfortunately, there is little statistical material on the number of 
laborers provided by the Wum post. In the Yaounde Archives I found only one 
list of the company "Tabakbau- & Pflanzungsgesellschaft 'Kamerun' A.-G.," 
whic.h gives the numbers of "Wum people" employed at Mbanga plantation. All 
of them had started their work in June 1913 and had a two-year contract. The 
document lists 235 laborers from the Wum area, among them 10 women. 25 men 
were recruited from Weh (see Arbeiterbestandslisten 1914). 
17 I did not systematically collect data on labor migration, but 
established whether men and women I interviewed had been "outside" for work. 
Indeed, most men have done so, but it was often difficult to establish where 
they had actually worked because they did not know the exact name and 
location of the plantations anymore. Ardener made the same observation in 
1954 (Ardener 1960:215, fn 6). 
18 One of the pioneering studies on women in the Grassfields was 
carried out by Phyllis Kaberry from 1945 to 1948 (Kaberry 1952); Kaberry's 
work serves as a starting point for related studies to this day. 
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19 These and the following statistics on farm size, number of farms, 
etc., are taken from a 1976 socio-economic survey of farmers in the extension 
program of Wum Area Development Authority by Helmut Simon. Simon collected 
data, such as budgets of 30 households in the Wum/Weh area. While the 
household heads show a slightly different profile than men not involved in 
the extension program (on the average youger, upwardly mobile men with 
perhaps more schooling tend to be involved in extension farming), much of the 
data pertaining to women can be generalized. 
20 I do not have statistics on school attendance for Weh or Wum. 
Goheen presents numbers for another area of the Grassfields which is less 
peripheral. In Nso over 60% of all children attend primary school, with an 
almost equal distribution between boys and girls (Goheen 1984:153). 
21 
and 
The nearest high school is in Wum. Among older female grade school 
school students, pregnancy is a common reason to drop out of school. high 
22 Roberts warns about applying Western concepts to this type of 
relationship (Roberts 1977:7). Comaroff and Roberts provide us with one of 
the best analyses of marriage in an African context, viewing marriage as a 
process containing a number of constituent elements (Comaroff and Roberts 
.1981:132 ff.). Of course, legal specialists prefer to define marriage as a 
union that comes into being at a given point in time. Much effort has been 
spent on exactly defining this beginning point (see below). Furthermore, in 
Western thinking the term marriage is emotionally charged. However, I found 
little indication that emotional involvement in marriage in the Western sense 
(i.e. the concept of love) exists in Weh. On the other hand, it is of course 
not ruled out that a bridewealth marriage can be a love relationship as well. 
23 According to the 1970 survey of 62 compounds heads with 170 wives, 
thirty-four wives (20%) came from neighboring villages. Among them were 
seventeen wives from Wum ( 10%), ten wives from Esu (5.9%), three from Kuk, 
one from Bafumen, one from Kung, one from Modelli, and one from Bu near Wum. 
24 I suspect that this derogatory English designation resulted from the 
colonials disdain for this type of relationship. The British very carefully 
investigated marriage forms and only accepted the bridewealth marriage as 
legitimate. 
25 According to the state legislation, the in-laws have no means to 
force a man to pay bridewealth. However, there are other mechanisms that may 
bring about compliance. The fear of witchcraft is widespread. Disputes with 
the in-laws may lead to supernaturally induced misfortune, disease, and even 
death. In the case of illness or bad luck, a man will usually try to settle 
bridewealth matters with the in-laws, and even begin payment, although he 
originally refused to do so. 
26 In Pidgin English the word dowry is used for the payments given to 
the father of the girl, whereas brideprice refers to the things given to the 
mother. 
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27 The term bamboo is commonly used for the central ribs of the large 
fernlike branches of the raphia palms. 
28 The list was recorded during 
thirty-three similar lists compiled. 
eighty years old and had four wives. 
wife, and were thus begun_around 1920. 
an interview in 1971 and is one of 
The man interviewed was then about 
The payments are the ones for his first 
29 Many of the judges and administrators I talked to referred to the 
people who lived in more traditional settings as "natives" or even "bushmen," 
the second term being derogatory. As members of the elite, they have taken 
over the colonial language and many of the attitudes towards their 
compatriots. 
30 It should be noted that from a legal point of view this form of 
consent does not have 
the acceptance of the 
husband. 
the same significance. Nkouendjin (1975:99) sees it as 
girl to serve the entire group of in-laws, not just her 
31 Many heads of patrilineages are considered to be powerful wizards, 
having had a lifetime to acquire and refine their skills. 
32 In several interviews I had about disputes over women, goats were 
used as a metaphor for women. The following quote refers to a dispute over 
the daughter of a woman living with a man who had not refunded the 
bridewealth given for her, but was the natural father of the daughter. He 
claimed, however, to have paid some bridewealth when he said the following to 
his opponent: "You just come and ask me to give her to you? So now I say 
that I cannot take my blood and give it out to any person. I have bought a 
goat from you in order to keep it Ithe mother of the girl]. The goat will 
give me gain. The goat has delivered and you want me to take the young one 
and give it to you?" (Interview with Samsin Bame of Weh; 09.2_6.1983; p. 2/3). 
33 Age estimates are a lucrative business, because many men like to 
make themselves younger in order to qualify for more schooling, for example. 
Some registrars are notorious recipients of bribes for these services. They 
wield power, for what is a person to do if the registrar refuses to write out 
a birth certificate? 
34 In Weh and Wum there are even teachers from other parts of Menchum 
who are married according to country fashion; Some of them, of course, are 
veterans of previous marriages and may not be officially divorced. Commonly, 
teachers are at the forefront of "development" in the villages. They are 
also some of the most frustrated residents of regions like the Menchum 
Division, hoping for placements in larger towns. 
35 I thank Reverend Gerhard Rihm for this communication. 
36 There seems to be trend among girls with schooling to avoid 
customary marriage or civil marriage altogether. Many of them see no reason 
to put Lip with do-nothing husbands who expect to be provided for by the wife, 
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beat her, and play the field. These objections to any form of marriage were 
given by several young women I interviewed. Thus, if a woman has managed to 
support herself, she may well have children but not marry. Furthermore, if 
they do marry, the marriages are often unstable. 
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